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The Tooth Fairy{
Perspectives on Money and Magict -

Tad Tuleja

The loss of a milk or “baby” tooth evokes culturally stereotyped responses
. around the world, most of them involving ritualized disposal. In some
* areas the tooth is thrown toward the sun or onto a roof; in others it is
buried, dropped into a crack, or eaten; not infrequently it is burned.
Among the most common methods of disposal is for the tooth to be
offered to an animal in the hopes of receiving a stronger tooth in return. In
a contemporary North American varjant of this exchange custom, children
offer their shed teeth to the “Tooth Fairy.”2 ‘ :

In the normative Tooth Fairy ritual, the child, following parental
instructions, places the lost tooth under his pillow at night. Some children
leave notes with the tooth, explaining the loss and requesting payment;
others rely on the tooth alone to make the plea. Once the ¢hild is-asleep,

the parents replace the tooth with a gift or, more commonly, money. The -

child understands upon.awakening that the Tooth Fairy has made the
exchange. Variants of the custom stipulate that the tooth shall be placed in
a glass of water or on a plate and that the child shall be rewarded only if
he or she has been “good.” This last variant suggests a parallel to the Santa
Claus custom—as does the belief that the fairy will not come if the child
stays awake in the hope of seeing her.3 _ C

As an embodiment of magical munificence, the Tooth Fairy is second
only to the Christmas benefactor in the folklore of American childhood.
Juvenile belief in the figure is as widespread and durable as belief in Saint
Nick and the jconic elements of the accompanying ritual—the-pillow, the
unseen visitor, the transformation ‘of the tooth -into money—are as
stereotyped in popular culture as the stocking by the chimney or flying
reindeer. So firmly entrenched has the Tooth: Fairy become in juvenile
fantasy life that discovering the “truth” about this shadowy benefactor
constitutes a rite of passage out of innocence: to say that someone “still
believes in the Tooth Fairy” metaphorically defines him as naive. _

Yet while Santa Claus has not wanted for scholarly attention, the
Tooth Fairy has been relatively neglected.5 Psychologists have Zrovided

useful data on her place in children’s cognitive development.® “Tooth -
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Figure 1. “Ms. America Tooth ‘Fairy”‘ by Sonja Carlborg,

EEn NI LY

a tooth fairy ‘beauty queen’

whose American Dental Association banner and dental mirror suggest her association

with modern dental practice. (Rosemary Wells)
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Fairy consultant” Rosemary Wells has investigated popt.zla;
representations and conducted pioneering surveys on custom details.’

“Ethnodentist” William Carter and his colleagues have produced an
extremely useful catalogue of dental folklore.8: The contributions of
folklorists however, have been scant. Leo Kanner’s classic monograph on
tooth lore does not mention the custom at all; while more recent studies by
Granger and Tanner and later American researche}'s do so only in
passing.® Although citations in American archives mention elements of the
custom dating from early in this r:er»ltm'y,10 the Tooth Fairy’s genealogy,
her development from folk belief to national custom anfi her
contemporary social function all remain obscure. These three topics are
the concern of this paper. »

I. An Uncertain Genealogy

Relying on Katharine Brigg’s standard work, Rosemary Wells
concludes that the dental sprite i5 “America’s only fairy”—a creature
“never referred to in European litérature,” and equally absent from Old

~ World folklore.11 This is true if you are looking for her by name. Seek a
“tooth fairy” in European indexes of folklore motifs and you will come
away disappointed.’? Nor are most Europeans familiar with the figure or
the custom (Americanized Britain is an exception). The stylized ritual of

pillow, tooth, and money seems not only American in origin, but of fairly

recent vintage; archival evidence supports Wells’s reasonable guess of
about 1900 as a starting point.®

The spoor of the Tooth Fairy is weak, but European precursors, if not
prototypes, do exist. In the absence of a clear line of descent, let me
itemize those European beliefs and practices that invite comparison with
the North American custom. ‘

The Tooth Coin as “Fairy Gold”

Among the commonly cited atttibutes of fairies are their affluence
and accompanying generosity; the pot at the end of the leprechauns’
rainbow and the fairies” double payment of a debt to humans suggest a
broad tradition of philanthropic pixies.!* With this tradition in mind,
Jacqueline Simpson once suggested that the Tooth Fairy exchange may

derive from an Old British custom of rewarding industrious servant girls

with “fairy” coins, left surreptitiously in their shoes as they slept.’

The. structural similarities are clear enough—domestic hygiene is
rewarded by a mater familias acting on behalf of a phantom donor—but
one critical element, the lost tooth, is conspicuously absent. In addition, no

v
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evidence suggests a transition from shoe to pillow and the Tooth Fairy did
not become widely known in England until the 1960s. This first candidate
thus seems more a parallel than a precursor.

The Tooth as Propitiation or Self-Defense

Both Irish and British folk traditions are rich in stories of doleful pixie

- changelings: healthy infants who are exchanged in their cradles for sickly,

inconsolable fairy look-alikes.!6 There are structural links between Tooth
Fairy customs and folk practices designed to foil such kidnappers. Since
teeth have long symbolized imperishability, they function worldwide as
talismans against evil."” The tooth of a child, set near it as it sleeps, might
be viewed, therefore, both as a form of preventive magic and more
complexly, as a surrogate sacrifice—a pars pro toto offering for spirits who
seek to snatch the child itself. '

Two peculiarities of the Tooth Fairy ritual lend credence to this idea.
One appears in the most common variant of the custom, in which the
tooth is sprinkled with salt and placed near the bed, in a glass or on a
plate. Salt——probably because of its “magical” preservative properties—
has since antiquity symbolized purity, protection, and eternal life. Thus a
salted tooth might serve, better than either an unsalted one or salt alone,
as a bane against malevolent pixies.18

The second peculiarity is that other traditional forms of aversive

‘magic also suggest the pillowed tooth. Iron has been used for centuries as

a magical means of protection against evil-—most commonly in the form of
horseshoes, crucifixes, and knives. To guard sleeping children against evil
fairies, one source suggests placing a knife under the pillow; Briggs
implicitly links this custom to the Tooth Fairy when she cites a knife held
in themouth!®®
~ With regard to surrogate offerings, it may be noted that since at least
the thirteenth century, Europeans have placated water spirits by
sacrificing material goods in place of the children whom the spirits sought,
often yearly, as their due; German custom recognized in J)articular the
propitiatory value of coins and the children’s own clothing.2 .
Since water spirits are seen as especially hazardous to children, it is
interesting to observe that between one such spirit and the Tooth Fairy
there is a suggestive linguistic connection. Lancashire’s famous “nursery
bogey,” the “cannibal witch” Jenny Greenteeth, typically lurks'in ponds,
awaiting children, but in spite of—or perhaps because of—her gruesome
nature, she is also sometimes used to elicit obedience (“Go to sleep now or
Jenny Greenteeth will get you”).2! Vickery cites the practice in Lancashire
families of encouraging toothbrushing by threatening children with Jenny
Greenteeth. There is an aesthetic component to such threats, because the
pond scum known as Lesser Duckweed (Lemna minor) is conventionally
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suggests that the commercial efflorescence of the American Christmas
serves to bolster “important but insecure” relationships.57 In all of these
studies, one sees the parental need to divest a "maglcal money” event of
its economic features.

Zelizer has portrayed the lesson in a broader context. Toward the end
of the nineteenth century, she writes, American children began to undergo
a process of sacrahzatlon, and to occupy “a separate noncommercial
place, extra-commercium,” in which their economic and.sentimental values
were “declared to be radically incompatible.” But the transformation of
the child from a “useful” into a “priceless” family member did not come

easily. Sentiment and economics would not stay neatly asunder and so .

parents had continually to be on guard against a fearful “monetization of
the home.” The “culturally invented boundary between wage and

allowance” proved particularly difficult to maintain, as it was threatened -

on the one hand by payment for chores and on the other by the tendency
to use allowance as a reward for good behavior.58

Zelizer's sophisticated analysis helps to illuminate the relationship
between the “caring” and the “counting” aspects not only of allowance,
but of the Tooth Fairy ritual as well. Just as the family treatmént of

“priceless” children reflected a tension between sentiment and necessity,
so contemporary tooth exchanges reflect an uneasy amalgam of parental
affection, parental control, and ubxqultous (if invisible) market pressures.
In an economy where the ultimate magic is the power of money, the
responsible parent ironically prepares the child for reahty by encouraging
a fantasy that Wells appropriately calls “a reassuring image of good
capitalist values.”5? - ‘

Thus magic, whose essence is transformation, is itself transformed.
We move from an image of the generic “good” fairy, turning bone teeth
into nominal nickels, toward a specialist “tooth” fairy, predictably
exchanging molars at the market rate. With the encouragement of
mortgage-carrymg parents, children now grow more than mere teeth; they

“grow” the system by putting their own “products” on the market. That
professional impersonators and “Tooth Fairy pillow” manufacturers have
turned the ritual into personal profit only underlines the system’s gemus
at turning wishes into coin of the realm.

The process of market cooption has long been understood with regard
to the internationally successful figure of Santa Claus. Erich Wolf has
aptly, if somewhat cynically, described him as the embodiment of the free
market paradigm: “If you are good, you will receive goods.”6? The Tooth
Fairy holds a shorter and less visible pedigree but her macroeconomic
function, in today’s society, differs only in degree The Tooth Fairy is
commonly seen as more personal and surely less commercialized than the
American Santa. As the economic subtext of her ritual suggests, however,
she can also be. vxewed as more ratlonahzed Santa, after all, still brings

The Tooth Fairy: Perspectives on Money and Magic 419

presents, while the Tooth Fairy translates everything into cash. Santa
Claus’s promise is pre-monetary; goodness gets you Barbies or a Rambo
doll. The Tooth Fairy’s promise is more modern; anything, even your own
body, can be turned into gold. That, in its final reductive wisdom, is
precisely the vaunted magic of free enterprise.

Notes

1. An earlier version of this essay was delivered at the centennial meeting of the
American Folklore Society in Philadelphia, October 18, 1989. I am thankful to all
those who commented on my presentation, and especially to York University’s

-Carole Carpenter, who sent me information on Canadian tooth fairy beliefs from

the Ontario Folklore-Folklife Archive (Carpenter). Thanks also to Karen Pouliot of
the Northwestern University Dental School Library for information on Rosemary
Wells's work; and to Dr. Wells herself, not only for her pioneering research, but also
for sharing stories and illustrations from her collection of “tooth fairiana.” Finally,
my appreciation to George Carey, for encouraging my interest in folklore and for
introducing me to the University of Massachusetts Folklore Archive.

2. For surveys of tooth disposal customs, see Carter et al.; Granger; Kanner;
Rooth; Svanberg.

3. Wells (1983b) found that five percent of her réspondents practiced the
“pillow burial” variant; recollections of my New Jersey childhood and materials
from Ontario (Carpenter) and Massachusetts (Krantz) confirm its general
popularity. Use of the tooth fairy as an incentive to sleep and to “be good” is also
cited in the Ontario and Massachusetts archives; of. Widdowson 129-30.

4. Prentice et al. discovered in a 1978 survey of sixty young children that only
two had not been left money by the tooth fairy. Of the over 2000 respondents in one
survey (Wells 1983b), eighty-eight percent favored continuing the custom.

5. The reason is obvious enough. Unlike the tooth fairy, Santa Claus has been
stereotyped for a century and a half thanks to Clement Moore’s 1822 poem and
Thomas Nast's later illustrations. For discussions of the Santa Claus custom; see
Barnett (especially chapter 2); Hagstrom; Coffin (chapter 4); Sansom; Sereno; Wolf.

6. See Blair et al.; Prentice et al.; Scheibe and Condry.

7. See Wells. The results of her most exhaustive survey appear in her July 1983
cal report.

8. The work by Carter et al. is a comprehensive and intelligently annotated
compendium; tooth fairies are discussed on 77-82.

9. See Kanner; Granger; Tanner.

10. Tooth fairies are mentjoned, by function if not by name, in Brown; Cannon;
Hyatt; Puckett 1981. The earliest citation is 1900 (Cannon no. 701).

11. Wells 1980. Rooth, in an interesting analysis of Cleveland practices, concurs
that the tooth fairy is “American.” It would be more accurate to say “North

‘American,” for—as Carpenter’s Ontario material shows—the fairy is widely

popular with Canadian as well as United States children.
12. Stith Thompson does not mention a tooth fairy, nor do Leach, MacCulloch, or
the standard French, German, and Italian superstition collections.
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